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MATERIAL MASTERS

dresses,’ she says. ‘Part of me stealing 
them was that I’d have to mend them 
to make them continue.’

Ogden’s skill with a needle is 
something she still practises, never 
travelling without her sewing kit 
as well as something that needs 
mending. ‘I will still love that piece – 
and the fact that it’s broken in some 
way isn’t the end of it. It’s very rare 
that I give up,’ she says. 

While she ran the Jessica Ogden 
label, the designer was known for her 
use of antique and vintage materials, 
something that came about initially 
through financial necessity. ‘I wanted 
to make my own choice of material… 
fabrics that I could make texture 
out of.’ And so in the late 1990s 
and early 2000s, before the vintage 
clothing and textiles market became 
the booming industry it is now, 
Ogden would go in pursuit of  
ragged inspiration. 

‘The quilt dealers would love 
me because I’d take their worst 
quilts,’ she explains. ‘I loved seeing 
the history of those pieces in their 
darning, which I would hold 
precious. It was about someone 
taking the time to mend and re-use 
[an item]… and that became part of 
my work. This very beautiful piece 
of stitching doesn’t have to be a very 
pretty embroidery.’

Ogden and her team would then 
revive her vintage finds. ‘As rough as 
they were, to give them new life, we 
were adding mending to something 
that had already been mended. It 

Jessica Ogden’s commitment to 
quilting, patching and mending 
vintage pieces means she exists 
beyond the vagaries of fashion – in 
her words, she is ‘bringing back life 
to something that was at the bottom  
of the barrel’…

 Ogden has recently returned to 
Jamaica after more than 30 years of 
living abroad. The round trip has, 
inevitably, been a long and eventful 
one. After four years of schooling in 
the US, a summer trip to London in 
1988 resulted in an extended stay, 
all on the proviso that she continued 
her education. A place at Byam 
Shaw Fine Art School led to work 
on Oxfam’s NoLoGo re-use and 
customisation project, from where 
Ogden established her own label.

Ogden has been collaborating 
with the French label APC since 
2001 – it was to work more closely 
with Jean Touitou’s company that 
she went to Paris in 2007 after her 
own label closed. And while there 
have been any number of different 
collaborations in that time, it’s the 
ongoing quilt project, in which 
Ogden creates limited editions of  
30 quilts per design, exclusively  
using leftover materials from APC, 
that’s perhaps closest to Ogden’s 
heart. After all, quilting, repair and 
re-use are her real passions.

Jessica Ogden’s creative story starts 
when she was a child in Jamaica, 
admiring her mother’s homemade 
clothes and later spiriting them away 
to wear herself. ‘I loved my mum’s 
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was about bringing back life to 
something that was at the bottom  
of the barrel.’

Ogden is realistic about whether 
her work makes her a part of 
quilting’s historic artisan tradition. 
‘I would say yes and no. No because 
I’m drawing and designing and the 
workshop in India is the maker. I 
get to direct, which I think a lot of 
traditional quilters might respond 
to by saying, “But you don’t make 
it yourself”. But there’s a whole 
side of my history that’s very much 
about making, so I wouldn’t take 
[those comments] on board,’ she 
says. ‘When I do make quilts, I 
don’t draw; I will literally patch and 
make. The ones I do for APC I see as 
paintings. The whole drawing part 
of it gives you time and allows you to 
stand back from it… But just because 
my hands haven’t made it, I don’t 
think it’s any less of an object.’

Right now, Jessica Ogden is at 
something of a crossroads. She’s 
very much at home back in Jamaica, 
having taken up the reins of her 
late parents’ art gallery there. 
Interest in her style and methods is 
undergoing a revival, underlined by 
the success of her retrospective show, 
Jessica Ogden: Still, in London’s 
Marylebone, and her collaborations 
are very much ongoing. But one 
thing’s pretty certain: a return to 
fashion’s game is unlikely.

‘It’s hard for me to comment on the 
industry because I’ve taken myself 
out of it,’ she says. ‘I fully understand 
it, but now, living in Jamaica, I’m 
not in seasons… I don’t think I ever 
would want to enter that industry 
again, because it’s complicated, it’s 
very demanding. And if you think in 
a certain way it can be destructive to 
your creative process.’

With that, Ogden is off to celebrate 
the end of a shoot with her friend, 
the photographer Alfredo Piola, 
that’s taken her on a huge road trip, 
finding waterfalls in the Jamaican 
jungle. ‘A lot of these places I won’t 
have been to in the past 20 years,’ 
she explains. ‘It’s a rediscovery of 
my country and a reminder of how 
beautiful it is.’
apc.fr/wwuk/quilts.html
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